Three Fifteenth-Century Pioneers

same time as Conti was in India, Europe was
committing almost equal absurdities, we should
be inclined to disbelieve him. If a man were
accused of an offence, and no witness were pro-
duced to prove it, instead of adopting the
sensible course, and putting the false accuser in
some Indian equivalent for a pillory, the judge
compelled the accused to swear before the idol
that he was innocent, and then ordered him to
lick a red-hot mattock with his tongue. If he
were innocent, he was expected to feel only a
pleasant sensation of warmth; but woe betide
him if his tongue exhibited any sign of the
contact! Carrying a red-hot plate in the hand,
and immersing the fingers in boiling butter,
were minor variants of this brilliant specimen of
legal sagacity.

The rite of suttee seems to have been almost
universal in Hindu India when Conti visited it,
when the restraining influence of the Moham-
medans had not as yet been greatly exerted.
Such an amazing illustration of the truth of the
principle embodied in the famous line of
Lucretius* naturally riveted the attention of
almost every European visitor to India. As,
however, Conti's description is one of the best
that we have from the pen of any early traveller,
it is worth while to quote it in extenso, to avoid
the necessity of any detailed account of the rite
in reference to any other traveller who came in

* Tantum relligio potuit suadere malorum. Lucr. i} 101.
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